Developing Interdisciplinary Teaching: A Vignette of a Postgraduate Course  by Kaur, Sarjit & Manan, Shakila Abdul
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  90 ( 2013 )  755 – 763 
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of the Faculty of Education, University Technology MARA, Malaysia.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.07.149 
ScienceDirect
6th International Conference on University Learning and Teaching (InCULT 2012)
Developing Interdisciplinary Teaching: A Vignette of a
Postgraduate Course
Sarjit Kaura * , Shakila Abdul Mananb
abEnglish Language Studies Section, School of Humanities, Universiti Sains Malaysia,11800 Penang, Malaysia
Abstract
With dramatic changes taking place in higher education these days, the calls for teaching and learning that cross subject 
boundaries have been making themselves heard in recent higher education literature in many national and global contexts. It is
widely acknowledged that learning that crosses subject boundaries is an important and growing consideration and it is no
surprise that university administrators are looking to increase quality investments in this resurgence of interest. This paper
showcases a vignette of a MA (Linguistics and English Language Studies) course that attempts to develop interdisciplinary
teaching in a language and literature course. It reports on types of learning and assessment activities that students experienced 
in enhancing their knowledge-making process. By integrating multimodal teaching and learning and incorporating critical
theories in the disciplines of language and literature in the course design, the development of interdisciplinary content was
made possible. Students reported having positive learning experiences and enjoyed being active and engaged in the critical
discourses during class.
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1. Introduction
Interdisciplinary curricula are gaining acceptance at postgraduate level in many disciplines, including the field
of English Language Studies. Of late, this field has undergone tremendous changes as it has crossed borders and
established new boundaries (Pope, 2002). For instance, in teaching the English language, the trend now is
towards the adoption of a multiliteracies framework (New London Group, 1996) as it is no longer expedient to
teach the four basic skills of reading, listening, speaking and writing, especially in this globalised era where
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multi-media interfaces such as the World Wide Web and Internet have mushroomed. Given the vested interests of 
the media owners, the media, being the principal arteries of the global era, are inclined to carry preferred 
messages about race, class, gender and nation formation which need to be closely examined and interrogated. As 
such, it becomes even more crucial for postgraduate students to be equipped with critical literacy skills; those that 
can empower them to contest and challenge these ideas, especially if they are Eurocentric ones. In this regard, the 
teaching of ‘critical literacy’ has been centre-staged in many English language courses at postgraduate level in 
many national contexts. The teaching of ‘critical literacy’ is predicated on the idea of ‘empowerment’ and 
‘conscientisation’ as proposed by Paolo Friere, a renowned educational thinker of the twentieth century. His ideas 
have enhanced the work carried out by many social and critical theorists, in particular scholars of the 
Multiliteracies project propagated by the New London Group (1996). 
2. Literature review 
With the passage of time, English Language Studies has reoriented itself by adopting a much more 
multicultural and integrative perspective. For instance, with the canon being destabilised, literature has been re-
defined and is no longer studied on its own but in tandem with Communication, Film and Cultural Studies. 
Marginal or previously excluded genres such as travel-writing, science fiction, women’s writing, literatures in 
English, local indigenous or traditional forms of writing, popular romances etc. are now the focus of study 
utilising tools drawn from a variety of critical positions and perspectives. The latter are informed by ideas from 
a variety of disciplines such as critical stylistics, feminist and postcolonial studies, psychoanalysis, among 
others. These changes and transformations are not just felt by many English Language departments in the West 
but also in Malaysia. Undeniably, the inclusion of the element of interdisciplinarity, as intimated above, allows 
students to gain critical literacy skills and this is one way to groom them to become ‘resistant’ or ‘non-
compliant’ readers. Typically, in Malaysian higher education contexts, learners from primary and secondary 
schools enter university having been schooled in individualised perspectives where they learn to see the world 
from a series of compartmentalised viewpoints. They are also not sufficiently encouraged to adopt a critical 
perspective or stance on global issues. Through interdisciplinary initiatives, they can learn more critical and 
connected modes of knowing (Fiscella and Kimmel, 1999; Davies & Devlin, 2010) and academic staff can also 
garner some useful insights through increased opportunities for collaboration with scholars from diverse fields 
of knowledge in enhancing their professional development. Indeed, a combination of interdisciplinary studies 
and team teaching is seen to be particularly well-suited to adult learners in postgraduate courses in university 
settings. This paper showcases a vignette of a Master of Arts course which incorporates elements of 
interdisciplinarity in its course design and assessment procedures.  
3. The Study: Vignette of the MA Course 
In Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM), the number of postgraduate students has increased three fold since the 
1990s to the present enrolment of over 5,396 students (3,767 MA and 1,629 doctoral students) who are enrolled 
in 25 schools and four Centres of Excellence in the areas of Medicine, Science and Technology, Engineering and 
Arts. Of this total, approximately 17 percent are foreign postgraduate students mainly from the Middle East 
(Annual Report, Institute of Postgraduate Studies, 2011). The Master of Arts (English Language and Linguistics) 
degree programme is offered by the School of Humanities in USM to a diverse group of students comprising 
Malaysian and international students. It is a mixed mode programme offered to students studying on a full-time 
or part-time basis. In this programme, students have to complete and pass four courses (worth 12 units) and write 
a dissertation (worth 28 units) of 30,000 words on any topic in the fields of Linguistics, Literacy and Literature. 
On an average, about 25 students enrol for the MA course every academic year and this paper highlights the 
interdisciplinary content of one course in the MA programme, which is coded HET 525 (Perspectives in English 
Language Studies: Literacy and Literature).  
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3.1 Course Philosophy: Rationale and Aims 
 
In subscribing to the intention to incorporate an interdisciplinary focus, this course intends to facilitate 
students’ agency by encouraging them to be active learners and knowers instead of passive absorbers of 
knowledge following Freirian thought. It is structured in such a way so as to heighten students’ social awareness 
by implementing a critical literacy pedagogy. As such, this course is grounded in contemporary theories of 
literacy and literature to enable students to read literary and non-literary texts critically from multiple views and 
perspectives. This course invites students to challenge the texts that they are reading by locating gaps, silences, 
omissions, tensions and paradoxes. It also encourages students to explore power relations in literary texts and to 
see how these intersect with race, class, gender and nation formation. The course, team-taught by two lecturers 
over 15 weeks in Semester II each academic year, specifically aims to: 
 
x familiarise students with contemporary theoretical and research issues related to current perspectives on 
literacy and literature.  
x equip students with critical literacy skills so that they can question, challenge and contest preferred discourses 
of race, class, gender and nation formation in texts. 
x interrogate the discourse of literary texts in terms of subjectivity and reading protocols thereby sensitising 
readers to the ideological nature of literary discourse and how language operates to reinforce particular world 
views and in the process marginalise particular sections of the community. 
3.2 Format of Lectures/Tutorials 
As this course is team-taught, the first half of the semester (Week 1-7) covers the Literacy component while 
the second half of the semester (Week 9-15) covers the Literature component. Each lecture, held on a weekday, 
lasts for three hours and is usually held in the evening (from 5:00pm – 8:00pm) as most of the Malaysian students 
who register for this course are either secondary school teachers who teach in government schools in the morning 
or course lecturers in branches of a public university in Penang. The first hour is usually conducted by the course 
lecturer and this is then followed by 1½ - 2 hours of seminar sessions presented by assigned student groups who 
present powerpoint presentations, seminars and/or panel discussions on pre-selected questions provided in the 
course outline for both the literacy and literature components. After each group presentation, there is a question-
and-answer session to allow other students to participate and engage in dialogue and comment on the group’s 
handling of the assigned tutorial question. 
3.3 Course Evaluation 
The course evaluation of both the components comprise coursework for the Literacy component (30%: one 
group-based oral assessment task and one individual essay) and the Literature component (30%: one group-based 
oral assessment task and one individual essay). In each component of the course, students are assigned to groups 
of 4-5 members and they are allowed to choose a topic for discussion from a list of questions relating to 
contemporary literacy and literature perspectives. The presentation is dependent on a list of recommended 
readings and students have to work in their groups to read widely on the topic (including supplementary readings 
from journals and books). The final exam component is 40% and students have to answer one compulsory 
question each from both components and a third question from either section. 
3.4 The Literacy Component 
  
 The main thrust of this component is to expose students to the various ways of understanding literacy 
perspectives proposed by experts and show their understanding of how the multiliteracies approach as a learning 
orientation in schools can be used with different subject disciplines. Students have to analyse the suitability of 
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literacy definitions and critically analyse their applicability in today’s educational contexts, taking into account 
national divides, gender differences as well as social, cultural, economic and political factors. While the course 
covers many topics in applied linguistics that they would have learned in their undergraduate education (such as 
theories, models and approaches to second language learning and language acquisition process as well as 
teaching strategies for the language skills of reading, writing, speaking and listening), coursework seminars 
require them to be active processors of knowledge in critically analysing these models/approaches in their 
appropriateness and relevance in various contexts (e.g. developed versus developing countries, English as a 
Foreign Language versus English as a Second Language, different target audiences or learners, English for 
Occupational Purposes, learning though computer-mediated online environments and teaching and learning 
through Information Communication Technologies (ICTs) in third world countries etc.). Students are also 
exposed to conceptual frameworks for literacy education and are made aware of specialised literacy groups 
(adults, the gifted, the handicapped) in analysing concepts relating to cultural and multicultural literacy, emergent 
literacy and various types of computer and ICT literacies. While students are provided with a compilation of 
compulsory readings on literacy perspectives (mostly journal articles and selected chapters of books), they also 
have to compile their own portfolio of current articles on similar topics (journal articles, collection of research 
and case studies on curriculum innovations in literacy settings) so that they can share and discuss current 
developments in the field during their oral presentations/seminars in class and online forum discussions.  
Appendix A outlines the course content and organisation of activities for the literacy component. 
3.5 The Literature Component 
In the literature component, students are exposed to the changes and challenges assailing English Language 
Studies in recent years. This includes the discussion of interdisciplinarity as an important feature of this 
discipline, and in this connection, the need to cross borders of knowledge and to establish new boundaries (Pope, 
2002). Discussions also revolve around the move from ‘literary appreciation’ to ‘literary criticism’ in order to 
help explain the need to professionalize criticism and, subsequently, to familiarize students to a variety of 
theoretical approaches, such as critical stylistics, feminism, reader-response, psychoanalysis and postcoloniality,  
that students can use to read and analyze texts in a critical manner. Additionally, students will also discuss the 
reasons why the canon has been destabilized and its impact on the teaching and learning of literature in non-
native contexts. In this course, students are expected to read four novels and these include Joseph Conrad’s 
Almayer’s Folly (1895) and An Outcast of the Islands (1896), Shashi Deshpande’s (1980) The Dark Holds No 
Terrors, and Rehman Rashid’s A Malaysian Journey (1993). Issues that are explored in class include the 
construction of gendered identities, culture and patriarchy, colonised-coloniser relationship, the ambivalence of 
colonialist discourse, pedagogical versus the performative notion of the nation etc. The course content is reflected 
(Week 9-15) in Appendix A. 
4. Methodology 
A sustainable postgraduate programme having a combination of interdisciplinary studies and team teaching is 
particularly well suited to adult learners (Seabury and Barrett, 2000). While instituting a postgraduate 
interdisciplinary team taught course can pose challenges and remains a limitation in this context, the course 
lecturers have been advocating curriculum initiatives in the course to encourage the adult learners to hone their 
critical thinking processes and become active learners. Both the Literacy and Literature components for this 
course operate on the principle of encouraging learners to have multiple perspectives in the disciplines of 
language, literacy and literature when dealing with educational issues as the course design is informed by the 
Multiliteracies agenda which starts from the following departure points regarding teaching and learning 
performance: 
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x that diversity matters and has an effect on learner engagement and transformation 
x that meaning-making/communication is increasingly multiple in a number of ways (in terms of 
languages/dialects etc. and in terms of modality. The advances in the new information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) make the visual, audio, spatial and the gestural as important as the linguistic mode of 
meaning making) 
x that the processes used to engage, harness and deploy pedagogy are the key to learner transformation, where 
pedagogy is understood as the four knowledge processes, not just tasks and activities 
                                                                                           (Cope and Kalantzis, 2004:3) 
 
The multiliteracies pedagogy was designed as part of broader approach to the study of literacy and literature 
and it recognizes diversity of language use and the increasingly multimodal contemporary communications (see 
Figure 1 on the next page). In both the components of the course, we use students’ experiential learning as a base 
to formulate the course tasks and activities (experiential knowledge) as our students come form diverse 
nationalities and backgrounds. In terms of pedagogy, this is labeled as “situated practice” which involves 
immersion in experience and the utilization of available discourses, including those from the student’s lifeworlds. 
In developing students’ conceptual knowledge, learning activities should focus primarily on abstract concepts and 
theoretical synthesis in the subject area (labeled as “overt instruction”, it involves systematic, analytic and 
conscious understanding). In honing students’ analytical knowledge, learning activities should focus primarily on 
analyzing and interpreting the functions, interests and perspectives of subject content (labeled as “critical 
framing”, it emphasizes students’ ability to interpret the social and cultural context of particular designs of 
meaning). Finally, in developing students’ ability to apply their knowledge, the pedagogy of “transformed 
practice” enables students to utilize higher knowledge information processes and skills as they now possess the 
ability to make an impact in their knowledge and learning in that subject area. Figure 1 on the next page 
explicates the Multiliteracies conceptual framework which guided the interdisciplinary course content of our MA 
course. 
Both the Literacy and Literature components for this MA course adhere to the knowledge processes 
advocated in the Multiliteracies framework (New London Group, 1996). In terms of pedagogical practice, this 
course adopts a number of techniques and methods to discuss the course content and reference materials. 
Following Frierian thought, these procedures empower the students by helping them to adopt a critical 
perspective so that they can challenge the texts they are reading using a number of interdisciplinary reading 
protocols, in particular critical stylistics, feminism and postcoloniality. It is hoped that this empowerment will 
lead to students’ overall conscientisation with particular regard to the issue of false or distorted representations in 
texts and the reinforcement of preferred messages of race, class, gender and nation. Perhaps, more than that, the 
techniques and methods that are employed in this course will provide ample opportunities for students to share 
their rich, lived multicultural experiences with one another. The interactive discussions (group and seminar style 
as discussed below) function as a form of collaborative learning which will help students in the process of 
conscientisation. This is a form of learning that is beneficial as it allows students to learn from one another and 
also to render support to members who face difficulty in completing their assigned tasks. More importantly, they 
also learn to appreciate and respect one another’s differing cultural and ideological perspectives.  
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Fig 1: The Multiliteracies Approach (Cope and Kalantzis, 2004:39)
The following illustrates the techniques and methods that are employed in this course:
x A traditional lecture style (1 hour) is used to summarize key points, raise contentious issues and to ask 
pertinent questions based on the topic and recommended readings. The lectures are used to discuss the
different theoretical approaches and how they can be used to read texts in a critical manner. For instance,
where the literature component is concerned, the focus is on the issue of gender/race representation and power
relations. Students are encouraged to read the literary texts and compare the characters’ experiences with their
own lived experiences in order to see similarities and differences. They are also given a number of questions
that they can reflect on whilst reading the literary texts and to address them in the seminar sessions. These
would include questions on representations/portrayals, the identification of gaps, omissions and silences, and
textual strategies that help to reinforce or challenge dominant or hegemonic discourses of race, class, gender
and nation formation.
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x A small group discussion (4-5 members in a group; mixed-group and multicultural) on a chosen topic (for 
example, postcoloniality) two weeks before the lecture on the same topic. This small group is expected to 
read and understand the recommended readings, to highlight important issues and ask questions of the texts 
that its members are reading. They are not bound to these readings as they are given the freedom to 
supplement their readings using net sources, journal articles and books. 
x An interactive seminar style discussion (round table: 1 hour 30 minutes) led by the small group. The course 
instructor does not take centre-stage as s/he becomes a member of the audience. The discussion is facilitated 
by the small group. A number of issues will be explored and questions asked answered. All members of the 
class are expected to read the recommended readings before the seminar sessions and participate actively in 
the discussion.  
x Two written essays for each of the components (Literacy and Literature) have to be produced by each student. 
The lecture, small group discussion, online forum discussions and the seminar will help to shape the thought 
processes of the students which will then be transposed in written form. 
5. Implications and conclusion 
In order to sustain success in a postgraduate course having a combination of interdisciplinary studies and team 
teaching, the programme head/administrator needs to be a proficient negotiator as navigating the interdisciplinary 
aspects of language, literature and literacy demands effective planning and negotiation. If these discipline 
teachers are from the same department, as was the case in this study, then the possibility of achieving 
commitment might be easier but similar results can also be achieved if it needs to cut across vertical structures of 
a university setting. Future plans include having negotiations with various deans/programme chairpersons to 
invoke wider participation from course lecturers in subject disciplines such as social sciences, education, mass 
communication and fine arts in the university. 
The authors acknowledge that the process of creating an interdisciplinary team-taught curriculum is always 
challenging and teams can dissolve and whole courses can lose momentum when some things change, such as 
with faculty turnover, changes in research interests and teaching priorities. Also, there is the possibility that some 
aspects of a course may go through a natural life cycle; yet again developments and innovations in the field may 
offer opportunities for strategies that are new and exciting and staff may want to re-orient the focus of the course 
and align their curriculum objectives to keep abreast of new orientations and thought processes in the discipline. 
Notwithstanding these threats, there is a firm belief that the complications are worth the effort of promoting 
interdisciplinarity in our course content in the MA course as the benefits it offers both learners and staff in 
structuring effective learning opportunities are immense. In furthering the understanding of the processes and 
potential learning benefits of interdisciplinary problem-solving, there is a need to compare it with 
monodisciplinary courses (Woods, 2007). The process we have commenced through the inclusion of 
interdisciplinarity in our course has brought about strategic change in our students as most students highlight the 
transformation this course has brought about in their appreciation of learning about and analyzing texts from 
multiple perspectives.  
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Appendix A. Course Content of Postgraduate Course (HET 525) 
 
Week 
No. 
Topics Student Participation 
1 LITERACY COMPONENT 
*Overview of prior knowledge: 
Knowledge, language, thinking/cognition: A synthesis 
Synthesising the four language skills 
Process Approach to Writing 
x General discussion in class on lecture 
topics 
x Students are assigned to groups for 
seminar presentations (10%) 
2 Reading and Reading Skills 
Cognition and the development of reading 
Reading comprehension: metacognition, comprehension monitoring, information 
processing 
Models of Reading/Approaches to reading 
x Seminar Presentation by Group 1 
x Question & answer session 
3 Conceptual Frameworks for Literacy 
Approaches to Literacy 
The Multiliteracies Approach (New London Group, 1996) 
Specialised Literacy: adults, the gifted, the handicapped 
Cultural and multicultural literacy 
Emergent Literacy 
x Seminar Presentation by Group 2 
x Question & answer session 
4 Critical Literacy and critical reading 
Literacy and Empowerment 
Case studies in Literacy Studies 
x Seminar Presentation by Group 3 
x Question & answer session 
5 Reading readiness, reading response 
Literacy and literature for the young 
x Seminar Presentation by Group 4 
x Question & answer session 
6 Reading programmes and support 
Multimodality of learning 
Teaching strategies that promote learning 
x Seminar Presentation by Group 5 and 
Group 6 
x Question & answer session 
7 
 
 
 
Literacy initiatives in educational contexts 
Multiculturalism and cultural diversity 
* Overview of course content 
* Discussion on techniques to answer final exam questions 
x Seminar Presentation by Group 7 
x Question & answer session 
** Submission of course assignment    (20%) 
8 MID SEMESTER BREAK 
 
 
 
9 LITERATURE COMPONENT 
Changes and Challenges in English Language Studies  
x crossing borders and establishing boundaries: language, literature and 
culture 
x destabilising the canon 
x literature and nation-building 
x interfacing language and literature 
x General discussion in class on lecture 
topics 
x Students are assigned to groups for 
seminar presentations (10%) 
10 Point of View and Ideology 
x Spatial and temporal point of view 
x Speech and thought presentation 
x Fowler’s point of view model 
x Analysis of selected passages from Conrad’s Almayer’s Folly and An 
Outcast of the Islands 
x Seminar Presentation by Group 1 
x Question & answer session 
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11 Feminist Criticism and Theory 
x Sex and gender 
x Patriarchal binary thought 
x Feminist writing and reading 
x Identity and subjectivity 
x Asian English Language Literatures 
 
x Seminar Presentation by Group 2 
x Question & answer session 
12 Close Reading of Texts 
x Reading Shashi Deshpande’s (1980) The Dark Holds No Terrors 
from a feminist perspective 
x Seminar Presentation by Group 3 
x Question & answer session 
13 Postcolonial Criticism and Theory. 
x Colonial discourse and post-colonial theory 
x Said’s Orientalism 
x Mimicry and hybridity 
x The ambivalence of colonialist discursive practices 
x DissemiNation: Time, Narrative and the Margins of the Modern 
Nation 
 
x Seminar Presentation by Group 4 
x Question & answer session 
14 Close Reading of Text 
x Reading Rehman Rashid’s (1993) A Malaysian Journey from a 
postcolonial perspective 
 
x Seminar Presentation by Group 5 and 
Group 6 
x Question & answer session 
15 x Overview of Course 
 
x Seminar Presentation by Group 7 
x Question & answer session 
** Submission of course assignment (20%) 
 
 
 
